For females, the growth of football participation worldwide has been dramatic over the 1 past ten years with football now the number one participation sport for females in a 2 number of countries including England, Norway and the USA (Hong, 2003) . is now in a unique position where its' profile can be raised on an international level. 7
This undoubtedly offers the opportunity for the development on a global scale. 8
The growth of female football has led to an increased focus on female player 9 development within different countries. In England, for example, the Football 10 Association's (FA) 'Women's and Girl's Football Strategy 2008 -2012' focuses on the 11 development of female football at all levels of participation and at different levels of 12 involvement (e.g. players, coaches and officials). Within their strategy, the FA state that 13 there is a need to develop better female players, increase and retain female participation, 14 raise standards and behaviour, and increase awareness and positive perception of the 15 women's and girls' game. Unfortunately, within talent development in general, there is 16 a lack of widespread evidence -based practice (Bailey et al. 2009 ) and the translation 17 of sport science research to practice has generally been found wanting (Bishop, 2008; 18 Ford, Yates & Williams, 2010). 19 Whilst there has been sociological debate about the development of female 20 football on a worldwide scale (e.g. Hong, 2003) that demonstrated an appreciation of 21 the growth and importance of female football, there remains a lack of research with 22 youth female football players that has that has targeted an understanding of their 23 developmental experiences from a longitudinal perspective (Gledhill & Harwood, 2011; 24 Van Yperen, 2009 ). This has particular importance for two key reasons. First, child, 25 9 changes happening in your career now; How do you feel you are currently developing 1 as a player?). The prospective aspect of the interviews pertained to the players' future 2 career development (e.g., what do you think you will need to do to be able to progress 3 from this point? What help / advice do you get from [significant people around you] that 4 helps you to develop as a player? How do you feel this help / advice is contributing to 5 your development?). 6
Fieldwork 7
Alongside interviews, the lead researcher used informal data collection methods during 8 fieldwork to allow the players to feel more at ease leading to greater rapport 9 development (Pitts & Miller- Day, 2007) , to reduce the influences of recall bias, and to 10 allow for the developmental tracking of players. During the 20 month period, the lead 11 researcher had a number of open ended informal discussions with participants. These 12 discussions included a variety of topics that were raised by the players (e.g., progression 13 between international age groups, breakdown in coach -athlete relationships, changing 14 playing position, team manager resigning). Furthermore, the lead researcher also 15 attended 19 league and youth international football matches in which the players were 16
participating. This yielded further informal pre-and post-match discussions surrounding 17 a range of developmental topics; from pre-match discussions about 'how things were 18 going', to post-match discussions surrounding feedback from coaches or feedback and 19 comments from fathers. 20
Data analysis 21
Data was initially analysed using the two stage method of inductive content analysis 22 (Côté, Salmela, Baria, & Russel, 1993) . This method adopted a line by line analysis to 23 provide an initial descriptive understanding of the themes that emerged from the data. 24 Philosophically, we adopted an interpretive approach whereby the developmental 1 experiences of these players could be interpreted using their words, subjective meanings 2 and representations. 3
A composite sequence analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994) was adopted 4 whereby the developmental experiences given by players were placed into a sequential 5 framework of chronologically structured events (cf. Nieuwenhuys et al. 2011) providing 6 a plausible developmental understanding of the female players' experiences. 7
Next, as part of a collaborative member checking process, each participant was 8 provided with the interpretations of the lead researcher and asked to critically comment 9 on these interpretations and the sequencing in which they occurred, thereby creating a 10 developmental reality co-constructed with these particular players (Chase, 2005) . 11
Results and Discussion 12
The aim of this paper was to explore the developmental experiences of elite female 13 youth football players, and the key factors that players feel have helped them to become 14 an elite youth player. A unique feature of this study was that we investigated elite youth 15 female football players whilst they were developing which allowed us to interpret 16 temporal changes and their perceived importance. Therefore, in order to bring these key 17 developmental factors, processes and associated experiences to life and to locate them 18 in the developmental timeline of a female player, we present the results of the CSA first, 19 before more specific attention is paid to each theme individually. 20
Composite sequence analysis (CSA) 21
The CSA (see figure 1 ) of events found that between ages 6-10, the brother and father 22 of the developing player were important for initiating play in football. In addition, the 23 father was important for encouraging play in football and peers were important for 24 facilitating play in football. Between the ages of 10 -12, competition against male 1 counter parts was important for developing football specific attributes. Ages 12 -14 2 offered the female players the opportunity to enter organised female-only football and 3 provided them with the opportunity to "stand out" amongst other female players. 4 However, players also thought that they developed the least in their formal football 5 development during this period. This was related to being no longer allowed to compete 6 against male players in matches, even though they did still play against male players in 7 unsupervised games. Between the ages of 14 -17, involvement in organised female 8 football (consistently with junior squads of WPL teams) was seen as important as this 9
provided the opportunity to stand out against other female players, thus providing 10 opportunity for entry to international level. During these ages, the increased 11 commitment, discipline and sacrificing a "normal teenage life" was central to continued 12 development and 'non -football friends' were important in assisting this process 13 outside football. Between 17 -19 years, further increased commitment was noted 14 through sacrificing elements of what players referred to as a "normal late teens / early 15 adult life" (such as refraining from having a boyfriend / girlfriend, and from drinking 16 alcohol). Players also noted an increased attention to, value of, and actioning of, the 17 technical advice provided by coaches, experienced fathers and experienced brothers. everywhere" to play football, whereas Beth pointed out that her father provided finances 14 for kit, such as buying her new boots. All players highlighted that their fathers watched 15 a lot of their football which they felt was a sign that their fathers were interested in their 16 development and this fostered positive father -child relationships. 17
To our knowledge, a finding unique to this study was that each football-father 18 had a current or previous role within professional football either as a player, or a coach, wanted from football; he knew how I learnt things best so all that really helped 7 me learn as a player" 8 Lisa discussed how she respected her father's playing experience and how his 9 understanding of his daughter helped to contribute to her development as a football 10 player: 11 "…he was always taking me to the park and having a kick about with me and 12 then I found out that he was quite a good player in his day. He was at 13 The informational support from the father occasionally differed from the advice 1 that was being provided by the coach. Given the experience and knowledge of the 2 fathers in this study, this sometimes became a source of internal conflict for the players 3 as they were unsure of which advice to follow. Importantly, the football fathers 4 encouraged the players to follow the advice provided by the coaches rather than their 5 own as the advice of the coach would tie in with the needs of the team. For example, 6 during a conversation after a game where Michelle had immediately gone to speak to 7 her father about her performance, I asked Michelle how she felt about her dad speaking 8 to her about her performance after games. She offered the following observations: 9 "As I've got older and moved to [current team] my dad still talks to me about 10 how I can improve cos he still watches all of my games when he isn't coaching. 11 I always take my dad's advice on-board but whenever my dad says something 12 different to my coach, he will always be like 'take your coach's advice because 13 you play for them, you don't play for me now'. This helped me to understand a 14 bit more about why I needed to listen to my coach and sorta made me value 15 what they said more." 16 Speculatively, we assume that this parenting style is grounded in the fathers' experience 17 within professional football. We maintain that this football experience has provided 18 these football fathers with a more empathic understanding of the importance of the 19 coach -player relationship (Becker, 2009 ) and the influence that they (as football 20 parents) could have on the dyadic coach -player relationship (Jowett & Timson-21 Katchis, 2005). However this assumption can merely be accepted as informed 22 speculation in the absence of data from these football fathers. In addition, given the 23 positive tone conveyed by players exposed to this paternal football background and 24 experience, we cannot assume that such facilitative father-daughter dyads will exist 1 where fathers lack such specificity of football knowledge and experience. inappropriate parenting behaviours are adopted. Therefore, the behaviours of the 7 football-fathers in the current study could serve to enhance current parent education 8 literature for other football parents with a view to enhancing player development. 9
A final point of consideration here is that all of the players in the current study 10
were from divorced-remarried parenting structures. Although players were not asked if 11 they felt this had impacted on their development as players, literature investigating the 12 impact of divorce on children has suggested that they can develop and utilise more self-13 All of the participants discussed how peers, both football friends and non -4 football friends, helped them to lead a disciplined lifestyle. These included encouraging 5 players to maintain their disciplined lifestyle and arranging activities that would allow 6 players to socialise without any issues that could negatively affect football. Beth 7 discussed how her friends had contributed to supporting her involvement in football and 8 how this has changed as she has progressed as a footballer: 9 "My friends when I was younger always used to talk to me about football and 10 stuff and like why I played it and things like that and they always seemed quite 11 interested cos they knew I was good at it. When I think back, that was quite 12 important because it made me think about why I played it and what I needed to 13 do to keep playing. As we got older, and they started going out and stuff, they 14 were never like 'oh just miss training and come get drunk with us' so not having 15 that pressure helped me to avoid the temptation, instead they'd like say 'oh, shall 16 we organise a night we can go bowling or go to the pictures when you're not 17 busy with football?', which was important cos sometimes you do sort of like feel 18 that you have to miss out on being a teenager if you're going to be a good 19 football player... As I've gone further up in football, like at youth international 20 on the Women's Super League, some of my friends give me some banter about 21 never seeing me… but that's good for me cos it shows that they still wanna be 22 around me and they still make plans to see me." 23
These findings suggest that non -football friends brought a sense of 'normality' into 24 the teenage lives of the players that helped them to focus on non-football matters. This 25 22 fostered a 'time-out' period from football when a rest was needed. In addition, players 1 reported that non -football friends would help them maintain a disciplined lifestyle by 2 changing the plans of the social group to accommodate the player's needs. In one of the 3 later discussions after she had started regularly representing [senior team], when asked 4 about the role of her friends outside football, Michelle offered the following: 5 "My friends realise how important my football is to me so...they're not always 6 like lets go out Friday, Saturday night or whatever, they're always like you go 7 training get yourself sorted out and then we'll arrange a time to go to the cinema 8 or something. They respect that I have to balance my life quite a lot, so they 9 make time for me rather than trying to get me to do the things that I shouldn't 10 really be doing." 11
These initial findings provide suggestions regarding the differing roles of both football-12 and non-football peers in talent development and warrants further in -depth qualitative 13 investigation. 14
Early access to competition 15
All players retrospectively reported the importance of early access to competition as an 16 essential part of the developmental experience. Of particular importance to them was 17 playing football against boys up until the age of 12. Below, Beth explains her 18 perception of the experiences: 19 "Yeah, it was really good playing against boys at that age because it gave me 20 that competitive edge. You know, boys don't want to lose to the girls because 21 boys can't lose to girls, and girls don't want to lose to the boys because they 22 want to prove that they can play football as well so that's where I got my 23 competitive edge and it just grew from there. Playing against boys who were 24 bigger and stronger was better for me cos it developed me physically I think, but 25 also because the standard of girls football at that age was never as good as the 1 boys so yeah, I found it really beneficial playing against boys". 2
As noted by Amanda however, she thought it was important in her development 3 to play with male players in unsupervised games "I was as good as, if not better than a 4 lot of the boys I played against, but the FA said we're not allowed [to carry on playing 5 against boys after the age of 12] ... I just carried on playing against lads outside the 6 organised games because they were so much better than any of the girls I played 7 against." 8
Coach 9
The data presented provided a female youth specific insight into the perceptions of the 10 roles of coaches and understanding player -coach relationships. Fasting and Pfister 11 (2000) reported that elite female players viewed female coaches more positively than 12 male coaches due to a greater understanding of the needs of female players on the part 13 of female coaches. In this study, male coaches were often reported to have unrealistic 14 performance-related expectations. Michelle reported: 15 "I think there is a big difference between working with male and female 16 coaches. I think male coaches in general treat women's football the same way as 17 they treat men's football and they don't realise that women physically can't do 18 the things that men can sometimes. When I'm coached by women, I find they 19 treat us as women and women footballers rather than expecting us to be men! 20
The male coaches tend to expect us to do things faster because that's what 21 they're used to with men and when we can't they just tell us to do it better or do 22 it faster and my head just goes straight down because you don't know what they 23 expect to you to do." 24 However, three players preferred working with the male coaches due to greater 1 perceived technical coaching competence. Beth discussed some of the differences she 2 has experienced and how they have affected her development: 3 "It's like, I know technically male and female coaches should be as good as each 4 other as they have to do the same coaching badges and stuff, but I just think that 5 the male coaches that I've worked with are so much better in some ways. Like 6 my coach now, he pays so much attention to detail in everything, he knows each 7 of the different players individually and knows each of our individual needs and 8 because of that we get so much more out of working with him. I've never really 9
had that with a female coach." 10 Furthermore, some players in the current study did not report the same In addition to reflecting on her football performance, Beth also reported using goal,-1 setting strategies and psychological skills training techniques (specifically self-talk, 2 affirmations and imagery) as coping strategies and for performance enhancement. As 3 self-reflection and volitional behaviour are key aspects of self-regulation, we considered 4 self-regulation literature to interpret the potential impact of Beth's behaviours. 5
Implications and Conclusions 6
The current study has provided an account of the developmental experiences of elite 7 female youth football players and has placed these experiences in a CSA of events 8 bound by age ranges. A key strength of this research has been its ability to highlight 9 links between elite female talent development and positive youth development by 10 suggesting a reciprocal, cyclic link between these two areas, as well as mechanisms Firstly, ,it is important to acknowledge that the sample size, homogeneous nature of the 22 sample, and the family structure (i.e., having a father and / or brother with playing / 23 coaching experience in high level football) of the players investigated potentially limits 24 generalizability, Therefore, it would be prudent to study those young female players 25 who do not have access or exposure to similar environmental factors and conditions. 1 Secondly, given some of the clear developmental stages and transitions that these young 2 female players experienced, there is an opportunity for research to target the demands of 3 each specific transition with greater scrutiny. For example, prospective longitudinal 4 research with players from 10-14 years old may help to understand their challenges and 5 resources in more depth (e.g., how young females cope when they are no longer able to 6 compete with boys in mixed teams; in order to inform this policy). Thirdly, by using the 7 visual progressions of the CSA and relevant quotes from participants, the content and 8 messages of educational workshops for parents, adolescent players and coaches may be 9 strengthened. Managing friendships, a disciplined and committed lifestyle, and self-10 reflection are a few key educational themes reinforced by this research. 11
In sum, we feel that this research provides the starting point for a thoughtful 12 dialogue between scholars, practitioners, clubs and federations to inform the 13 development of female youth football players. 
